Beginning with Wassily Kandinsky's display of Komposition V in Munich in 1911, often considered the moment of abstract art's birth, artists of the pioneering abstract generation gradually began to unify in their desire to sever all ties to figuration. But with the loss of easily identifiable motif arose the question of what their subject matter was going to be instead. The fear of being decorative loomed large and never really went away. Very broadly speaking, discussions among abstract artists early on divided them along ideological fault lines: on one side, defenders of a romantic-metaphysical attitude, and on the other, proponents of a more rational-mathematical approach. This division persisted through much of the twentieth century, and Kandinsky's emphasis on "inner essence" 
industrial. The underlying assumption is that there are no naturally occurring straight lines in nature, as Newman stated via Cézanne, although scientists still hotly debate ultimately came down to whether a work of art was seen as an agent of spiritual cognition or as an agent of social transformation. Hence their battle over seemingly irrelevant pictorial means amounted to more than a mere proxy war: they fought over which pictorial expression was best suited to carry which artistic purpose. That lines between these factions could not always be perfectly drawn, metaphorically speaking, is evident in the fact that until 1933 Kandinsky himself made ample use of ruler and spring compass, such as for the many circles that appear in his paintings after he joined the Bauhaus faculty in
1922. Yet Kandinsky, like Paul Klee, never renounced combining sharply outlined forms with soft impasto, shading, and borders painted freehand.
The first generation of abstract artists, active before World War II, was able to choose from a wide array of technical tools and methods: mahlstick, snap line, ruling pen, or straightedge (ruler, set-square, T-square, spirit level, cardboard edge, or any other mechanically cut sheet material). An artist working today, however, can also opt for pressure-sensitive tape, of which the currently available variety exceeds three thousand options. The two kinds of tape most relevant to artistic practice in the twentieth century are Scotch tape (along with other common brands of cellophane tape, such as Sellotape and Tesa) and masking tape.
13 Both kinds of tape were invented by a young employee of 3M Newman believed in the potential of abstract art to convey metaphysical truths.
That, for him, meant giving up all figurative and narrative elements in favor of images of "revelation, real and concrete." 40 One way in which Newman hinted at this otherworldly dimension was through titles. They often refer to antiquity or the Old Testament. The unusual shared presence of tape in Onement I and Concord raises the question of whether the paintings share a theme in addition to their pure bilateral symmetry. 41 Onement I was originally called Atonement, which derives from the word "at-one-ment." 42 To be "at one" in the sense of to be "in harmony" or "in concord" is a medieval English idiom, and "at-one" as a transitive verb means to achieve a state of reconciliation between two parties. In the Kabbalistic tradition, this reconciliation with God is achieved by atonement on Yom Kippur, so that one can be renewed and live again in concord with God's wishes. This desire for a state of unity, in the face of the inability to overcome the duality of human existence as a body separate from God, is succinctly expressed in the solid bands within space. "I don't manipulate or play with space. I declare it," said Newman. And indeed, contemporaries of Rothko's working in the minimalist vein remained engaged in discussions about whether a bona fide painter would resort to this "antihuman" material, as Brice Marden has been quoted as saying. 48 Since the beginning of her career, Bridget Riley, along with assistants, has gone to extreme lengths to create edges as straight as humanly possible with the help of a ruling pen because in her view tape "leaves an unsightly ridge on the edge of the band and creates a mechanical effect." 49 The . 8) . Because of the prevalence of white and gray hues, the eye of the observer only slowly discerns the stepped composition, which was arrived at solely through eye measurements. The artist cut strips of regular three-quarter-inch-wide Sellotape into the correct lengths. 54 The crimped paper of masking tape would have left a slightly ribbed edge in paint, whereas cellophane permitted the crispness and clarity witnessed here, even in the exceedingly narrow yellow and red bands. Lin's superior artistry is testament to the fact that, in the right hands, the mundane, industrial material tape can open up a view into the Sublime. The path to it was paved by Newman's Onement I, a work that the painter David Reed sometimes considers "an altar for the worship of tape."
